Purpose: The primary aim of the research presented in this paper is to address the gap in the literature with regard to the factors that affect the uptake and application of eprocurement within the public sector.
Introduction
In addition to dramatically modifying the consumers" shopping habits [Doherty & EllisChadwick, 2009 ], Internet technologies are also beginning to have a marked impact upon the buyer-supplier relationship. The web has been successfully used to streamline the purchasing function, though refinement of the supplier base, and in so doing, has made many supply chains "leaner" [Croom, 2001] . Already, many commercial organisations across a range of sectors have reported very significant benefits from the use of e-procurement, such as improved contract compliance, enhanced management information, reductions in procurement costs and reduced transaction times [Sanders, 2007; Gunasekaran & Ngai, 2008] . However, it is not just the private sector that is likely to benefit from the adoption of eprocurement capabilities, as there is also the potential for government agencies to gain costeffectiveness advantages [Croom & Brandon-Jones, 2007] . The Internet is also creating opportunities for Government to become more transparent as it facilitates the exchange of information between public sector agencies and their trading partners. As McIvor et al [2002] note
: 'the connectivity that automatically results from Internet technologies can exert a very powerful influence in encouraging a free flow of ideas around the organisation, permitting individuals and organisational units to converge and inter-connect'.
In response to the evidence of successful e-procurement in the private sector and interest in its potential in the public sector, the UK Government commissioned a number of high profile reviews to explore its potential within the public sector [e.g. NAO, 1999; Byatt, 2001] . Following these reviews, the UK Government set an ambitious target [NAO, 1999] whereby 90% of routine items would be purchased electronically by March 2002 . Now that it is over a decade since the Government tried to incentivise the adoption of e-procurement, the time would seem ripe to explore the extent to which public sector organisations have embraced this important new technology. Although there has been some academic interest in public sector e-procurement [e.g. Moon, 2005; Croom & Brandon-Jones, 2007] , it remains a rather neglected topic [Schoenherr and Tummala, 2006; Vaidia et al, 2006] . Against this backdrop, the aim of the research, reported in this paper, is to explicitly target this gap in the literature by exploring the factors that affect the uptake and application of e-procurement within the public sector. To this end, a research model was developed from the literature, which could then be used as the basis for qualitatively exploring the procurement behaviours of public sector organisations. A further novel element of this study has been the use of "institutional theory" [Scott, 2008] , to help interpret the case study results. There is a growing recognition that because organisations of the same type are subject to the same institutional pressures [Frumkin et al, 2003 ], they tend to adopt similar organisational structures, processes and behaviours [Meyer and Rowan, 1977] . In this study, we were therefore particularly interested in spotting any homogenous procurement behaviours, which might be explained on the basis of common institutional pressures.
Literature Review
This section aims to review existing literature with respect to the adoption of eprocurement, and those factors that might help explain adoption behaviours. In critically reviewing the literature, the motivations and academic justification for this research will be established.
E-procurement in the UK Public Sector
At the dawn of the Internet era, Gebauer et al [1998] concluded that emerging technologies are raising hopes of reversing the tradition of costly, time-consuming, and inefficient procurement. Very soon an embryonic literature had been established reporting on the, largely positive, experiences of private sector organizations [e.g. Croom, 2001 ; Essig & Arnold, 2001] . Despite the compelling nature of the case for public sector e-procurement that has been made both by formal, governmental-sponsored reviews [NAO, 1999; Byatt, 2001] , and perhaps more importantly through the positive experiences of private sector organizations, there is very little evidence that it has been widely adopted within the UK public sector. A recent study of government purchasing strategies found that only: 
Factors affecting the adoption of e-procurement
Within the private sector a significant amount of research has been carried out into the benefits that can be accrued, from e-procurement, should it be successfully implemented. Identified benefits include: enhanced relationships with suppliers; reduced order cycle times; reductions in the cost of placing orders; the stream-lining of the supply-chain, greater compliance with standards [Croom & Johnson, 2003; Hawking & Stein, 2004; . However, it must be recognised, that the outcomes of e-procurement initiatives in the private sector have not been uniformly positive, as problems have often been experienced. Examples of common problems include: security breaches; cultural mismatch; non participation by key suppliers; regulatory difficulties; and failure to achieve value for money [Croom et al, 2003; Trkman & McCormack, 2010] . Ultimately, the success of an eprocurement initiative will be dependent upon a range of factors, such as the following (Min & Galle, 2003; Hawking and Stein, 2004; Bartezzaghi & Ronchi, 2004 ):
 The organization"s ability / inability to re-engineer its procurement processes;
 The presence / absence of the appropriate competencies amongst its employees;  The appropriateness / inappropriateness of the organization"s culture;
 The availability / unavailability of appropriate standards.
The prevailing wisdom suggests that although e-procurement has many operational and financial attractions, these will only be realised, if the ground has already been well prepared through the cultivation of facilitators and the elimination or dilution of all impediments.
E-procurement through an 'Institutional' lens.
The central tenet of institutional theory is that organisations are primarily shaped by their desire to achieve a high level of legitimacy in the eyes of key groups of external stakeholders, rather than being driven chiefly to optimise organisational performance [Dimaggio and Powell, 1983; Deephouse & Suchman, 2008] . As organisations and business units of the same type share many external stakeholders, and are subjected to the same environmental pressures, they tend to adopt strikingly similar organisational designs and behaviours" [Scott, 2008] . For example, it has been shown how organisations of a certain class might all adopt similar attitudes to the desirability, or otherwise, of a particular type of technology, such as EDI [Teo et al, 2003 ]. In a similar vein, studies have demonstrated how such institutional factors have also influenced commercial organizations to mimic one another with respect to both their adoption of B2B and B2C e-commerce [Soares-Aguiar and Palma-dos-Reis, 2008]. Consequently, in addition to the potential inhibitors / facilitators highlighted in the previous section, there is also the yet un-tested possibility that there are a number of institutional drivers that might be either encouraging or discouraging public sector organisations when it comes to the adoption of e-procurement.
A Critique of the Literature
Although a considerable body of work, with regard to the uptake and application of electronic procurement, has already been assembled, it can still be criticised in a number of key respects. Existing studies tend to adopt narrow conceptualisations of e-procurement, typically centred upon a specific type of technical artefact, such as EDI [Min & Galle, 2003; Teo, 2003 ]; e-auctions [Hartley, 2004] , and there has, therefore, been a relative absence of in-depth studies of e-procurement adoption, using qualitative methods. Perhaps even more importantly, to date there have been relatively few studies of e-procurement adoption in a public sector context. The one existing study that already addresses this gap in the literature is a qualitative study of the impacts of e-procurement implementations, within the UK public sector [Croom and Brandon-Jones, 2005, 2007] . Although this study presents many interesting and important insights into the transformational impacts of e-procurement, it doesn"t present an intensive analysis and critique of the adoption practices of public sector organisations. A further gap in the literature, as it stands, is the explicit use of Institutional Theory, to determine the extent to which e-procurement adoption practices, within the public sector, are being driven by shared environmental pressures. Against this backdrop, we wanted to explicitly address these gaps by undertaking an in-depth study of the application of e-procurement, within the public sector.
Conceptual model of e-procurement adoption
The public sector e-procurement adoption model, presented in this section, is based upon the prior literature, and in particular private sector research, where there is a far richer and more comprehensive body of academic material available. This strategy was deemed appropriate, as there is a growing recognition that from a purchasing perspective the "two sectors are becoming more and more alike" [Arlbjørn & Freytag, 2012; p. 215] . Based upon a careful review of the literature it was possible to identify the following key elements of the model [see figure 1 ], which would help to explain an organisation"s adoption practices: It must be reiterated that the vast majority of the literature that helped us to develop this model related to the experiences of private sector organisations. From this literature, we tend to get a picture of organisations that are very conscious of the potential benefits of eprocurement technology, and see it as an obvious solution to the problems they are experiencing with their existing purchasing processes Consequently, they have typically been keen to adopt such technologies, as long as their internal situation, in terms of the balance between drivers and inhibitors, appears favourable [Muffato and Payaro, 2004] . However, private and public sector procurement is different in a number of key respects: public sector procurement is often hidebound by formalised, bureaucratic and rigid procedures [Spiller, 2008] , and constrained by political imperatives [Murray, 2009] . Consequently It seems likely that whilst public and private sector organisations might have similar perceptions about the problems with traditional procurement and the potential benefits of electronic solutions [Croom & Brandon-Jones, 2007] , their view of the drivers/barriers is likely to be rather different, as these are shaped by the institutional context. Consequently, in addition to exploring the very explicit and transparent drivers for the e-procurement technology, we were also very keen to use institutional theory, to get a more nuanced understanding of the institutional factors that might be influencing all public sector organisations.
Institutional theory argues that all organisations take the shape they do because they "draw from the culture around them value-based notions of how things should be organised" (Tolpert & Zucker, 1996) . Whilst institutional theory is becoming an increasingly important lens for studying all types of organisational phenomena [Ashworth et al, 2007] , it is particularly appropriate for the study of public sector organisations, as these are perceived to be more susceptible to institutional forces than their profit-oriented counterparts [Frumkin et al, 2003 ]. Consequently, in addition to exploring the highly tangible and explicit drivers for B2B adoption, that stakeholders could readily articulate, we were also keen to apply the lens of Institutional Theory [Scott, 2008] to explore the deeper motivations and behaviours of our case organisations. It was our contention that there would be a number of significant institutional factors that would exert an influence over the behaviour of all governmental departments and agencies, irrespective of their own particular circumstances. It seemed highly likely that any public sector organisation contemplating the adoption of e-procurement technology would be greatly influenced by the behaviour and experiences of its peers, as well as by governmental policy and initiatives. More specifically, it was anticipated that it would be possible to use DiMaggio & Powell"s [1991] classification of "isomorphic pressures", as discussed below, as a lens to help interpret the findings of this study:
 Coercive Isomorphism: Organizational procedures, behaviours and structures are often strongly influenced by the demands of actors on whom the organization is dependent for resources, or even from outright regulation and mandates.
 Normative Isomorphism: Within a particular organisational field there is typically a drive towards professionalization, by which members of an occupation, will over time, attempt to define and regularise the ways in which their work should be undertaken [Deephouse & Suchman, 2008] .
 Mimetic Isomorphism: Uncertainty is a powerful force that encourages organisations to imitate one another. Consequently, before adopting any new innovation, organisations will tend to see what their "peers" are doing, before committing themselves [Wejnert, 2002] .
The e-procurement adoption model [see Figure 1 ] presents a summarised view of the key areas that are likely to influence the adoption of e-procurement technologies. More specifically, the more readily observable and tangible adoption factors, on left hand-side of the figure, were explicitly used to guide the collection of data, as discussed in the following two sections. By contrast, it was envisaged that the isomorphic factors, on the right handside of the figure, would be used as a lens to help interpret the case study findings, as presented in the discussion section.
Research Methods
In terms of its philosophical perspective, this empirical study can be broadly grounded in the "interpretive" tradition as our aim was to gain 'knowledge of reality' through the study of social constructions, in particular, language and documents [Klein & Myers, 1999] . Our task, in this respect, was made easier, as one of the three researchers was employed by a large consultancy firm as a "Principal Consultant", with responsibility for providing advice on the applicability of e-procurement initiatives, across a variety of public sector agencies [see appendix A]. In this position he had unrestricted access to a wide range of relevant information and key personnel, and was uniquely well placed to gain important new insights into the potential roles and impact of e-procurement. The research approach adopted was, however, more akin to case study-based "participant observation", than "action research" [Nandakumar & Jones, 1999] , as the consultant"s primary was to provide objective and impartial advice on the potential for e-procurement, rather than having any role in the selection or delivery of specific e-procurement technologies.
Over a five-year period the 'principal consultant' was heavily involved in five major eprocurement projects. The broad aim of each project was to investigate the extent to which a variety of different e-procurement technologies might improve procurement performance, within the host organisation. In each case, he was seconded to the project for a minimum of three months, in which time he worked at the client's site, interacted with key personnel and had access to project documents. Consequently, each of the case studies was chosen on the basis of convenience, rather than more objective criteria. However, as each of the case study organisations was a large, highly sophisticated, UK-based public sector agency, they constituted a sufficiently homogeneous group to allow meaningful comparisons and contrasts to be made.
The case studies were conducted using a number of complementary data collection techniques [Yin, 2009] , to build a rich and comprehensive picture of the organisation"s current procurement processes, as well as to critically appraise its potential to adopt eprocurement. More specifically, to get an overview of scale and complexity of each case organisation"s procurement activities, a very significant document review was conducted, addressing issues such as: numbers / location of suppliers; numbers / values of invoices; average time / cost to process purchase orders; and the value of expenditure by commodity group / division. The results of the document review highlighted many organisational problems, so a series of interviews were undertaken to help interpret these findings, as well as addressing a wider set of issues, relating to the research model. A wide variety of employees from the case organizations were interviewed, including senior managers, procurement specialists, users of procurement services, and supplier representatives. The interviews generated a very significant amount of data, as they were generally lasted between 2 -3 hours. In addition to these primary data collection approaches, the lead researcher"s privileged role, within the case organisations, allowed him to observe and record a significant amount of supplementary information, which contributed greatly to the richness of the data set.
Having completed the data collection, a within case analysis was conducted upon the detailed data-sets, collected for each of the five case organisations. Given the depth and richness of these data-sets, "marginal remarks" [Miles and Huberman, 1994] and "in-vivo" coding 1 were applied to ensure that they were analysed in a rigorous manner. As an integral part of this analysis, a number of common techniques were applied to help ensure the validity and reliability of the findings [Riege, 2003 ]. More specifically, the reliability of the study was increased through the adoption of a "case study protocol", to ensure that each individual study was approached and conducted in the same manner [Yin, 2009] . Moreover, construct validity was increased, by the use of a number of distinct, yet complementary data collection approaches, allowed us to "triangulate" [Eisenhardt, 1998 ] our findings. Having analysed, and validated each case, individually, the cross-case analysis, allowed us to apply a "logic of replication" [Eisenhardt, 1989] , to explore the extent to which each case confirmed or disconfirmed emergent findings. The validated results of this cross case analysis are presented in the following section, Table 1 presents a comparative overview of the extent to which each of the five case organisations had already adopted the e-procurement technologies, as presented in figure 2 . It can be seen that all five case organisations are exhibiting a high degree of commonality, in their progress in adopting e-procurement. Indeed, with respect to seven of the twelve technologies under investigation, our case organisations are at exactly the same stage, which provides some preliminary support for the hypothesis that there might be some institutional effects at play. It is beyond the scope of this paper to present a detailed review of the progress with respect to all twelve of our target technologies, so the remainder of this section will be used to focus upon just three technologies, for which there was a high degree of commonality with regard to their status across all five case organisations. Firstly, we"ll review a technology that has already been adopted by all five organisations [BACS] , then one that is planned to be implemented, imminently, in all cases [e-tendering], and finally, one that no case organisation is likely to implement any time soon [e-market-places]. Figure 3 provides an overview of the key enablers and inhibitors for each of these three, key eprocurement technologies.
Research Findings

The adoption of BACS
At the time that the study was conducted, all five case organisations had embarked upon an e-procurement adoption agenda. For most, the point of departure was the implementation of BACS [Bankers Automated Clearing System], which is a very common UK-based standard to facilitate the electronic processing of financial transactions. Given the very serious nature of these procurement problems, as discussed below, it wasn"t difficult to discern why the case study organisations had already begun their programmes of software implementation, through the introduction of BACS systems.
 Inefficient manual processes:
A common theme across all the case organisations was that their processes for paying invoices were extremely inefficient, because they were based upon a combination of manual process, supported by ad hoc systems. Despite the presence of some very real problems that could potentially be alleviated through the introduction of BACS, its adoption had been dependent on the extent to which facilitators were in place, and any inhibitors could be overcome. In all five case organisations, the primary inhibitor was resistance to change. Indeed, as one procurement officer 
and for this reason I think that the business case developed for the introduction of BACs clearly demonstrated the benefits to the organisation, and as such, this project was a success".
A common strategy to build a solid business case for BACS was by reference to changes in public policy, which reflected the government"s desire to see improvements to public sector purchasing, as discussed below:
 Public policy (facilitator): All five case organisations highlighted the positive role of public policy in driving the adoption of BACS. As one Director of Resources [#2] noted, the case for BACS was primarily built on the requirements to provide an annual "Comprehensive Performance Assessment" [CPA] and the restrictions placed on expenditure through a number of tough "Spending Reviews". In a similar vein, it was recognised that government policy had: "provided significant impetus to revising the procurement processes and practices used by our" [Finance Director; #5].
 Availability of a proven solution (facilitator):
The Bankers" Automated Clearing System is an extremely well understood and reliable means of paying invoices, which has been successfully operating since 1968. Consequently, its introduction was perceived to be: "relatively straightforward, once a number of "isolated pockets of resistance (from suppliers) were overcome, given that it is a widely accepted payment method" [Procurement Officers, #5].
The flip side of the problems that these organisations were experiencing prior to the implementation of BACS, was the benefits that were realised, once it had been implemented. In taking steps to reduce the very large volumes of paper being inefficiently processed the following very important benefits were also realised:
 Improved financial control: It was generally agreed that the introduction of BACs has significantly improved financial control across the case organisations, primarily in relation to the management and reconciliation of cheques to suppliers. The technology was also perceived to have helped to improve working relationships with suppliers, by making the process more transparent and efficient. As one representative of a supplier organisation [#1] acknowledged: "the technology has improved our working relationships", although he admitted that suppliers were worried that in the future it might have a "negative impact on prices, and associated margins" [#1].
The planned adoption of e-Tendering
Whilst many of our case organisations had already implemented, or were actively planning to adopt e-notification software, to electronically notify potential suppliers of future tendering opportunities, less progress had been made in terms of developing complete etendering solutions. However, the capability to electronically receive tender submissions from potential suppliers, through on-line tender receipt systems, was high on the agenda of all five case organisations. In common with the adoption of BACS, the key driver for the adoption of e-tendering was the strong desire to replace manual processes with more efficient and reliable electronic processes. However, there were other organisational problems that it was envisaged that e-tendering might help alleviate:
 Ad hoc procurement systems (problem): A common theme across all the case organisations was the problems caused by ad hoc, stand-alone procurement systems, supporting the largely manual procurement processes. The Head of Information, in one governmental department [#4], noted that: "across the organisation we currently have a large number of ad hoc systems that feed into the overall [manual] procurement process", which make it very difficult to get any "overall picture" of the effectiveness of their procurement processes.
Despite the many obvious attractions of extending the range of procurement applications, in use, it was also widely recognised that there were many barriers in existence that would make it very difficult for the case organisations to easily achieve their immediate plans to successfully adopt e-tendering. For example, there were many common concerns raised from a technological perspective, with respect to the adequacy of the organisations" IT infrastructure and the inability of key suppliers to trade electronically and the poor levels of IT literacy amongst existing staff. However, the two primary inhibitors delaying the uptake of etendering were: Closely related to the inhibiting effects of resistance to change and unwillingness to reengineer, was the widespread concern that public sector organisations simply don"t have the relevant skills and capabilities to effectively implement and operate sophisticated procurement technologies, such as e-tendering. As one Procurement Officer [#5] put it bluntly, there is a "serious skills deficit".
Despite the strength of these inhibitors, there was widespread recognition that e-tendering has the potential to deliver similar types of benefits to BACS. For example, it was widely envisaged that the introduction of e-tendering systems would help to reduce the administrative costs, associated with procurement, and improve financial control. As one Procurement Officer noted [#1]: "given this scale of potential savings, the future introduction of e-tendering to the Council should have a very short payback period, and should be a quick win for the Council" However, it was also anticipated that the introduction of e-tendering might also help organisations achieve better value for money, when purchasing:  Improved value for money (benefit): By managing the tendering process more effectively it was envisaged that organisations could drive down the prices that they paid for goods and services. Despite the fact that e-tendering and BACS share many of the same drivers, particularly in terms of the problems they are designed to address and the benefits they will deliver, the differences in their facilitators and inhibitors help explain why BACS has already been implemented, whereas e-tendering systems are still stuck on the drawing board. More specifically, because of the greater complexities of e-tendering processes and systems, the challenges of re-engineering processes and overcoming user resistance are far stronger for e-tendering. Moreover, the BACS technology is far simpler and far more standardised than etendering solutions, and can therefore be far more easily integrated with an organisation"s procurement processes.
The Non-adoption of electronic market-places
An e-marketplace is a location on the Internet where companies can obtain or disseminate information, engage in transactions, or work together in some way. For all our case study organisations e-marketplaces were simply not on the agenda, as this particular form of technological innovation was considered to be unsuitable for the needs of a typical public sector organisation. Along with their close cousin, e-auctions, the electronic market-place was perceived to be more suitable for private sector organisations that were dealing in very large quantities or regularly purchased and narrowly defined materials. More specifically, the two most common inhibitors of the move towards electronic market-places were:
 Complexity of procurement processes (inhibitor): Discussions with staff at one Council [#1] suggested that the primary reason that electronic marketplaces were unlikely to take off in the public sector, were the sheer variety of goods and services to be purchased, which made procurement processes highly complex. As a Contracts Policy Manager [#4] noted: "procurement in this organisation ranges from the simple purchase of IT consumables, through to complex multi-million pound construction or maintenance contracts".
 Public policy (inhibitor):
Another key inhibitor of the expansion of e-procurement into areas such as auctions and market-places was the restrictions it was perceived to place on Council"s ability to support local businesses. As one Director of Corporate Services [#3] noted: "although I feel we will expand our e-procurement footprint, there will be a limit to how far we can go without disadvantaging local suppliers". This position was confirmed when a focus group was held with one Executive Agency"s [#5] suppliers, one of whom argued that small rural suppliers would not be able to afford the "considerable investment to e-enable our systems".
In common with e-tendering, another frequently cited inhibitor of the adoption of more sophisticated e-procurement technologies was lack of suitable in-house procurement skills: "any future expansion of e-procurement will require either the use of external experts/advisors or the recruitment of highly skilled and experienced procurement staff, both of which would be challenging in an ever increasing cost sensitive environment" [Director of Resources -#2]. 6 .0 E-Procurement through the lens of Institutional Theory.
The primary aim of this study was to identify those factors that affect the uptake and application of e-procurement within the public sector. From the analysis of the results of this study, presented in the previous section, it is very clear that the level of uptake is still some way from the levels anticipated and recommended in the various governmental reports, commissioned well over a decade ago [e.g. NAO, 1999; Byatt, 2001 ]. The case study organisations have all made good progress in implementing BACS, and intend to adopt a range of other technologies, in due course, but overall progress has been slow. It has also been shown that there is a high degree of agreement about the specific factors that have affected this level of adoption, of each individual technology. The case organisations are all experiencing significant problems with their manual procurement processes, and can clearly see the benefits to be realised from the implementation of a more complete e-procurement infrastructure. However, there are a number of significant factors that are impeding their plans, particularly in terms of resistance to change, the lack of appropriate skills and capabilities, and a reluctance to tamper with established ways of working. Such inhibitors may be particularly apparent in public sector organisations, in which the presence of a physical paper trail is often perceived as being the best way of ensuring the accountability of processes, due to their strong bureaucratic cultures [Olsen, 2006] . In summary, we see a group of organisations displaying a remarkable degree of homogeneity in terms of their response to the growing availability of e-procurement technologies. Consequently, these governmental agencies need to decide whether they should make an immediate commitment to e-procurement, and proactively address the inhibitors as an integral part of the project, or whether it would be more prudent to make the organisational processes, infrastructure and culture more conducive to e-procurement prior to embarking on any major investments.
Whilst it might appear that each organisation"s destiny, with respect to its adoption of eprocurement, rests within its own hands, the application of the lens of "Institutional Theory" suggests that its fate might be more closely tied to that of other public sector organisations, than might be expected. This high degree of homogeneity can be explained, in terms of DiMaggio & Powell"s [1991] isomorphic pressures, as discussed below:
i. Coercive Isomorphism: Organizational procedures, behaviours and structures are often strongly influenced by the demands of actors on whom the organization is dependent for resources, or even from outright regulation and mandates. In Teo et al"s study [2003] of EDI adoption, coercive pressures were perceived to be most likely to emanate from key customers, suppliers or even a parent company, but in a public sector context, the government is likely to be the most significant source of pressure. In our study stakeholders were acutely aware of the pressures being exerted through public policy, and it is, therefore, likely that the speed of adoption will accelerate in the years to come. The government wants to see far higher levels of automation and integration within public sector procurement processes [Byatt, 2001] and will take steps, probably through a mixture of incentives and regulation, to ensure that their vision comes to pass. For example, initiatives such as "Beacon Councils" are used to identify, reward and ultimately promote the work of "excellent public sector organisations, so that best practices are disseminated throughout the sector [Ashworth et al, 2007] . More specifically, the government has been actively encouraging the development of "Centres of Procurement Expertise" [OEP, 2009] .
ii. Normative Isomorphism: DiMaggio & Powell [1991] have argued that normative pressures typically arise from a process of socialisation, which predisposes organisational stakeholders to perceive certain types of behaviour as legitimate. Whilst socialization occurs through interactions between employees within an organisation, it is more commonly associated with relationships between individuals in professional networks. As Teo et al [2003] note normative pressures could arise from "members of dyadic relational channels and multilateral organizations such as professional, trade, and industry organizations". In the context of public sector procurement, it is probably unlikely that any normative pressures will be exerted through networks of governmental employees. However, as public sector procurement professionals are likely to mix and interact with their counterparts in the private sector, it seems probable that over time, such pressures may start to have some affect. Moreover, the processes of normalisation might be given a boost within the public sector by the desire to improve the degree of professionalism within their procurement operations, as explicitly witnessed in three cases [#3 , but it is likely that in the coming years, normative pressures will result in the more widespread adoption of e-procurement, throughout the public sector.
iii. Mimetic Isomporphism: Such pressures typically arise from the drive to play it safe, and reduce uncertainty. Under conditions of uncertainty, imitating successful peers is typically seen as the safest strategy. Davila et al [2003] suggest that the widespread adoption of eprocurement "will only accelerate as aggressive adopters share their experiences'. Because of the relatively low levels of e-procurement adoption amongst public sector organisations, there aren"t as yet many early adopters that can be followed, and therefore the "safest" strategy is for organisations to stick to their existing manual or semi-automated processes, until more tried and tested solutions become available, and are proven within a public sector context. However, it would seem likely that as the coercive pressures really start to bite, then there should be more successful role models for other organisations to mimic, which will help to promote the wider adoption of e-procurement amongst governmental agencies.
As is the case in many organisational contexts, our case organisations are confronting "competing rationalities" [Townley, 2002] or "institutional logics" [Reay & Hinnings, 2009 ], which help to explain why their uptake of e-procurement technology, thus far, can be characterised as sluggish. More specifically, the strong, coercive pressures to adopt eprocurement, being applied through government policy, are being held in check by the mimetic and normative influences, which favour "business as usual". However, in the longer term, it seems likely that as more organisations adopt procurement technologies, and as the experiences of e-procurement spread from private to public sector professionals, then the coercive, normative and mimetic pressures will become better aligned, to ensure that the government"s e-procurement agenda is more widely adopted.
Concluding Remarks
Government agencies are beginning to recognise the enormous potential offered by the Internet, in general, and e-procurement systems in particular. However, despite the growing interest in this subject, there has, to date, been very little literature that explicitly addresses the role and adoption of e-procurement within the public sector. This paper makes an important contribution to the literature, by providing a timely progress report on the adoption and uptake of e-procurement within central and local government agencies. Moreover, this study has helped to provide important new insights into the common factors that are influencing the behaviour of public sector organisations in their adoption of e-procurement technologies. In particular, this study has helped to demonstrate that there is a clear case for e-procurement adoption, amongst public sector organisations, because of the very significant problems they are currently experiencing with their existing practices, and the potential benefits to be realised through greater automation, However, due to the strength and spread of inhibiting factors that are aligned against e-procurement adoption, it has been shown that governmental agencies are not rushing to adopt wide ranging e-procurement platforms.
In addition to the providing a timely update on the state of e-procurement, within the public sector, a further important contribution to the literature has been made through the application of "Institutional Theory" to this domain is novel, and has engendered a number of interesting insights. For example, the use of Institutional Theory has helped to explain why governmental agencies" are not completely free agents when it comes to their e-procurement strategies, as these are significantly affected by as variety of shared institutional factors / pressures, rather than being primarily determined by the organisation"s own specific needs and agendas. Consequently, what we are seeing in this case organisation is a growing tension between internal and external factors. There are many strong internal forces of inertia, resisting change and generally limiting the adoption of e-procurement technologies, whilst a range of external, institutional factors are encouraging the wider adoption of these technologies.
The results of this study have important implications for the on-going adoption of eprocurement within public sector organisations. Firstly, they will help individual organisations to better understand their current situations and the barriers that will need to be overcome before they can significantly expand their adoption and integration of e-procurement technologies. Secondly, this study should help inform and shape public policy so that it is better able to support the current electronic purchasing agenda. This study may also have important implications for researchers. Our research model has proved to have been a suitable tool for focussing data collection, as well as an appropriate framework for presenting and discussing our findings. It is envisaged that the constructs used in this study might be usefully adopted in future research.
Finally, it is important deliver a health warning with respect to the findings presented in this manuscript: they are provisional and exploratory. As, at this stage, we have only conducted five case studies, albeit in-depth and rich studies, and consequently it is difficult to make any clear generalisations with regard to the uptake of e-procurement. It should also be noted that as the majority of the data was collected by a researcher, who was also adopting a consultancy role, it may be that this has some influence on the sample of cases that were ultimately studied. Consequently there is much scope to build upon the results of this study by exploring the uptake and adoption of e-procurement, in the public sector, but using a variety of different sampling, data collection and data analysis methods. 
